The nymphs of the West African assassin bugs Paredocla and Acanthaspis spp. disguise themselves with a cover of dust, sand and soil particles ('dust coat') and additionally pile a 'backpack' of larger objects, such as empty prey corpses and plant parts, on their abdomen. We investigated the effect of this conspicuous camouflage in interactions of the bugs with ants, their main prey, as well as in encounters with their own predators. Experiments with three ant species showed that the dust coat impedes chemical and tactile recognition of the nymphs by ant workers and thus may serve to increase their hunting success. The backpack appeared to play only a minor role in this context. In arena experiments with three potential predators (spiders, geckos and centipedes), camouflaged nymphs were significantly more likely to survive than denuded bugs. Here the observed effect was mainly attributable to the backpack, which enhanced the concealing effect of the dust coat and confused visually orienting predators. In addition, in the case of an attack, it could be shed to distract the enemy while the bug escaped, thus functioning in a similar manner as a lizard's tail.
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Since almost all animals are at risk from predation, and many are themselves predators, predator-prey interactions can be an important force driving natural selection (Endler 1991). Successful predation characteristically involves five stages: detection; identification; approach; subjugation; and consumption (Endler 1986). Animals have evolved a variety of antipredator strategies that may act to interrupt this sequence at any stage of the encounter. The first stages in an antipredator defence are the attempt to minimize the probability of detection, and, once a prey has been discriminated as an object distinct from the background, to hinder or eliminate recognition as an edible item. Mechanisms functioning in this manner are crypsis, the reduction of the signal-to-noise ratio that predators perceive, and masquerade, the special resemblance to inedible objects (Cott 1940) .
One adaptation that is often considered to make an animal cryptic against its background or to give it the appearance of an unpromising food object is masking, the habit of decorating the body with foreign material. This phenomenon occurs in a number of different arthropod groups, for example in spider crabs (Majidae), caddisflies (Trichoptera) and the larvae of some Chrysopidae (Owen 1982) . It is also reported for the nymphs of several members of the heteropteran family Reduviidae. Some, like the cosmopolitan 'masked bug' Reduvius personatus, cover themselves only with dust and soil (Immel 1955; Scudder 1992) , while others, for example some species of the genus Acanthaspis Amyot and Serville 1843, additionally pile larger objects as a 'backpack' on their dorsum (Livingstone & Ambrose 1986; Ambrose et al. 1988; Ambrose & Sahayaraj 1991) . The material used for this purpose includes plant parts and the corpses of ants and other insects, which are affixed by the viscid secretions of specialized setae on the abdomen (Schuh & Slater 1995) . This behaviour in reduviid bugs is often assumed to constitute an antipredator adaptation (Miller 1956; Odhiambo 1958; Zeledon et al. 1973; Louis 1974; Ambrose 1986) , especially a protection against visually oriented predators (Mühlenberg & Maschwitz 1976) . Another function of masking is reported for the neotropical reduviid Salyavata variegata: it disguises itself with particles of the Nasutitermes nests on which it lives, thereby escaping recognition by the termites, its main prey (McMahan 1982 (McMahan , 1983 .
Since studies critically examining these hypotheses are lacking, our aim in this study on nymphs of West African Paredocla and Acanthaspis species was to elucidate the Correspondence: M. Brandt, Lehrstuhl Biologie I, Universitätsstr. 31, Germany (email: miriam.brandt@biologie.uniregensburg.de 
